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Panel Sees Urgent Need to Harness “Biotechnology Revolution” 
to Help the Poor and Protect the Environment 
Calls on CGIAR to Provide Public Research for All Humanity 
As rapid advances in modem molecular genetics, computing, and informatics 
promise to dramatically transform global agriculture in the 21”’ century, a unique leadership 
effort, responsive to the public good, is the key to mobilizing these new and exciting 
scientific opportunities. At stake are the 840 million people -- mostly women and children 
-- who are hungry today, and the 3 billion additional people who will be on the earth by the 
year 2025. 
So concludes a timely new report by an international panel of experts who assessed 
the work of the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR). The 
panel examined all aspects of the $350 million CGIAR system, a network of 16 
international agricultural research centers around the world, most in developing countries. 
At a media briefing on September 24, Maurice Strong, who has chaired the distinguished 
panel for the past 18 months, provided an overview of the preliminary findings. Mr. Strong 
is chair of the Earth Council and was Secretary-General of the 1992 United Nations (UN) 
Conference on Environment and Development. 
“A compelling moral and ethical imperative underpins our call for a global effort to 
harness the best of science to meet the needs of the poor and the environment,” Mr. Strong 
said. “Global food security looms as society’s largest challenge as we enter the next 
millennium. Through its science and experience, the CGIAR can contribute to the solution 
of this problem -- just as in 1971, when it was instrumental .in transforming agriculture in 
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the developing countries through the Green Revolution. Investment in the CGIAR has 
been the single-most effective use of Official Development Assistance, bar none.” 
The CGIAR was founded in 1971 in the wake of concerns that rising populations in 
developing countries were outstripping the world’s capacity to provide food. Leaders from 
the Ford and Rockefeller foundations, Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN, UN 
Development Programme, and the World Bank, in partnership with industrialized and 
developing countries, saw the need for an international agricultural research system to 
combat hunger in the developing world. 
With changing development needs over the years, the CGIAR has been at the 
forefront of efforts to help poor countries confront new challenges. Today, its priorities 
include alleviating poverty while simultaneously protecting and enhancing the natural 
resources on which future agricultural production must depend. Productivity and natural 
resource management are the twin pillars of CGIAR research on aquatic resources, 
biodiversity, food crops, forestry and agroforestry, livestock, soil and water nutrients, water 
management, and agriculture-related policies. 
“This is a most exciting time in agricultural history,” said Mr. Strong. “The world is 
at the cusp of a new scientific revolution in the biological sciences, much like the one early 
in the 20ti century when Einstein’s theories fundamentally changed physics and the world. 
All sorts of possibilities are opening up -- food crops with higher yields and better nutrition 
content, plants that resist drought and pests, livestock that are imrnune to disease.” 
Scientists predict that the key contributions of biotechnology could include : 
l Producing more food on the same area of land, thereby reducing pressure to 
expand into wilderness, rain forest or marginal lands that support biodiversity and 
vital ecosystem services; 
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l Reducing post-harvest loss of food and improving the quality of fresh and 
processed foods, thus boosting the “realized nutritional yield” per acre; 
l Displacing resource -- and energy -- intensive inputs, such as fuel, fertilizers or 
pesticides, thus reducing unintended impacts on the environment and freeing 
those resources to be used for other purposes or conserved for the future; 
l Encouraging reduction of environmentally damaging agricultural practices and 
adoption of more sustainable practices, such as conservation tillage, precision 
agriculture and integrated crop management.  
“The private sector is investing enormous sums in biotechnology research - $9 billion 
a  
in 1997 in the United States alone,” says M r. Ismail Serageldin, Chairman of the CGIAR, 
and W o rld Bank Vice President. “But all of these developments are occurring in a  
proprietary science regime, where both products and processes are being patented and their 
release is tightly regulated. The key question is how the benefits of the new proprietary 
science can be harnessed for the needs of the poor and the environment. This is the 
chal lenge to the CGIAR,” he said. 
This third independent review of the CGIAR System was launched in May 1997. The 
oflicial report will be presented at the CGIAR’s annual meeting in October. The Panel’s 
a principal recommendat ions include: 
l The international community needs the CGIAR today more than it ever did before. 
Achieving food security will be more challenging in the new century than it was in 
the 197Os, with less land available for expanding production, and heightened 
concerns over the environment. 
l The scientific revolutions taking place in biology and information technology are a  
major cause for optimism. The need is for a  strong research system like the CGIAR -- 
trusted by both the North and the South -- to form the scientific and institutional 
l inkages necessary for ensuring that the poor will benefit from the cutt ing-edge 
science. 
l W h ile the CGIAR’s m ission and overall directions are appropriate, the CGIAR 
system will need to adjust its strategy to take full advantage of opportunities in 
integrated gene management,  integrated natural resource management  and 
information technology. 
l The CGIAR should lend strong support to Africa’s development needs by 
implementing a  m illennium strategy for African agriculture to reduce poverty, 
hunger, and environmental degradation. 
l The CGIAR should continue to conduct public goods research and its major source of 
f inancing would continue to be Official Development Assistance. As partnerships 
with the private sector increase, new means of f inancing joint activities will emerge, 
but a  major shift to private sector f inancing of CGIAR activities is unrealistic. 
l The CGIAR should launch a global initiative for integrated gene management  that 
will conserve genetic resources (biodiversity), provide for the sustainable use of 
genetic resources, and ensure adherence with the equity and biosafety provisions of 
the Convention on Biological Diversity. The CGIAR collections of major crop 
species - numbering 600,000 accessions -- will be at the heart of this initiative. 
l The CGIAR should establish a  coordinating and servicing unit for biosafety protocols 
so that the latest developments in biotechnology can be safely deployed to benefit the 
poor and the environment. The Panel recommends that the CGIAR implement an 
accompanying program of public information to ensure transparency in research 
objectives and mechanisms. 
l The CGIAR should establish a  global network for integrated natural resources 
management  so as to link productivity research with environmental ly-sound 
management  of the earth’s natural resources. National scientists in developing 
countries and their international counterparts will be expected to work together in 
preparing and implementing bottom-up, demand-driven projects in this field. 
l The CGIAR should work toward developing 2ules of engagement” that involve both 
public and private sectors and are based on the premise that access to the means of 
food production is as much a human right as access to food. 
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“The Panel is convinced that at a time of rapid advances in modem science and 
technology, the persistence of hunger and extreme poverty is indefensible,” said Mr. 
Strong. “Our challenge is to create a new public-private compact that respects intellectual 
property rights but also brings the benefits of modem science to the poorest,” Mr. Strong 
concluded. 
The international review panel consists of experts in their fields (science, industry 
and civil society): Bruce Alberts (USA), Kenzo Hemmi (Japan), Yolanda Kakabadse 
(Ecuador), Klaus Leisinger (Germany), Whitney MacMillan (USA), and Bongiwe Njobe- 
Mbuli (South Africa), Emil Salim (Indonesia) and M.S. Swaminathan (India). 
The panel confirmed that investing in the CGIAR has produced a high rate of return 
for developing countries. Independent studies have established that rates of return on 
investment in agricultural research are consistently high -- for example, 191 percent on 
maize research in South America, 65 percent on rice in India and Indonesia, 60 percent on 
cowpea in Senegal, and 50 percent on wheat in all developing countries. Using data from 
42 developing countries, a CGIAR study found that, on average, a $1 increase in 
agricultural production generated $2.32 of growth in the overall economy. 
The CGIAR is supported by 58 public and private sector members, including 20 
developing countries and all members of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development’s (OECD) Development Assistance Committee. CGIAR cosponsors are the 
World Bank, UN Development Programme, UN Environment Programme, and Food and 
Agricultural Organization of the UN. 
#### 
